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An alliance on track: on the bullet train project

When Japanese Prime Minister Shinz Abe meets Prime Minister Narendra Modi in Ahmedabad
this week, the bilateral agenda will range from issues of maritime security to nuclear energy and
trade. But at the centrepiece of their summitry will be the inauguration of India’s first high-
speed rail corridor from Mumbai to Ahmedabad, to be developed using Japanese technology
and financing.

The image of the platypus-snouted blue and white Shinkansen streaking past a snow-topped
Mount Fuji has become as synonymous with Japan as sushi. Since October 1964, when the first
bullet trains collapsed the time it took to cover the 552 km between Tokyo and the commercial
centre of Osaka to four hours (today it is down to 2 hours, 22 minutes), the Shinkansen has
emerged as the symbol of Japan’s post-World War II ascent to economic superpowerdom. It
encapsulates the archipelago’s engineering might and almost preternatural standards of safety
and punctuality. Japan’s Shinkansen have carried over 10 billion passengers to date, without a
single accident or casualty and an average delay of less than one minute.
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Yet, despite this admirable track record, Japan has struggled to export its bullet train know-how,
even as Mr. Abe has made selling the technology abroad a cornerstone of his game plan to
revitalise the stagnant Japanese economy. Before signing on India, Taiwan had been Japan’s only
successful sale. But Taiwan is hardly a poster child for the system, given that its high-speed line
has suffered heavy losses since opening in 2007.

Profitability is a notoriously hard ask for high-speed train networks. Most lines across Europe, for
example, are in the red. In Japan, some routes, notably Tokyo-Osaka, are profitable, but to
achieve this requires high volumes of passengers and highly priced tickets. It costs around $130
for a one-way Shinkansen ticket from Tokyo to Osaka. And over 350 trains operate on this line
daily, ferrying about 163 million passengers a year. The region served is demographically dense,
home to over half of Japan’s population. These conditions are not easy to replicate and other high-
speed lines in Japan have struggled.

The latest challenge to Japan’s ambitions is the emergence of China as the new emperor of the
superfast train. Over the last decade China has developed a 22,000 km high-speed rail network. It
boasts the ‘world’s fastest train’, the Shanghai Maglev that hits speeds of 430 km. Its technology
is also cheaper, making it an attractive proposition for the cost-conscious developing and middle-
income countries of Asia.

In 2015, China pipped Japan to the post at the last minute by securing a high-speed rail project
in Indonesia that had been considered by Tokyo to be in the bag. One reason Beijing
unexpectedly won out was because China offered to finance the line without any recourse to
Indonesia’s government coffers. In the years since, the project has stalled following land
acquisition problems. Nonetheless, China has also beaten Tokyo to becoming Thailand’s partner
of choice for its first high-speed rail line, permissions for which were finally granted after a two-
year delay.

The battle to export bullet trains is clearly reflective of the broader rivalry between China and
Japan for influence in Asia. Consequently, the India deal is not only a business coup for Japan but
also a geostrategic one. Former Ambassador of Japan to India and President of the Japan-India
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Association, Hiroshi Hirabayashi, acknowledged as much. “India is not Indonesia or Thailand. It is
a great nation, totally autonomous. And it’s not as likely to submit to Chinese pressure,” he said of
India’s decision to go with Tokyo.

For Japan, the Mumbai-Ahmedabad contract has been hard-won. It entails a loan worth $12
billion, at 0.1% interest, to be paid back over 50 years, taking care of over 80% of the project’s
estimated costs. Japan will also supplement the financing with a generous package of technical
assistance and training.

Yet in India, concerns related to costs, safety and misplaced priorities persist. Tomoyuki Nakano,
the Director for International Engineering Affairs of Japan’s Railway Bureau, remained confident of
ironing these out with some tweaks to the Japanese technology taking into account climatic
differences, the possibility of electrical blackouts, as well as dust and other environmental
conditions in India. He also pointed out that when Japan developed its first Shinkansen lines in the
1960s, it was a poor country as well that had required loans from the World Bank.

But what about the enormous software or cultural differences between Japan and India? Mr.
Nakano was sanguine. “When we had Indians coming here (to Tokyo) for training, I noticed some
of them were quite late. But after two weeks in Japan they became very punctual,” he concluded.

Pallavi Aiyar has reported from China, Europe, Indonesia and Japan. She is a Young Global
Leader with the World Economic Forum
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